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Thelma and Louise and Sense and Sensibility: New Approaches to
Challenging Dichotomies in Women's History Through Literature and Film
By Anne-Marie Scholz
Introduction
This article offers a novel methodological approach to understanding the relationship between
film and women's history at the turn of the twentieth century: a close comparison of two
seemingly unrelated Hollywood productions of the 1990s: Ang Lee's adaptation of the
nineteenth century Jane Austen novel Sense and Sensibility with the actively debated
contemporary Ridley Scott "road film" Thelma and Louise. If comparing the adaptation of Sense
and Sensibility to its precursor text highlights the ways gender ideologies have changed over
time, comparing such adaptations with a film about "contemporary women" in the nineties
clearly shows the specific ways the "historic" Austen characters in the films are in fact,
contemporary as well.
This comparison is intended to draw attention to the ways the respective receptions of the two
films created a binary opposition between the poles of "feminism" and "conservatism," an
opposition that suggested their cultural politics were completely different. In fact, a comparison
of the two films actively undermines this specific "difference" and locates that difference
elsewhere. Sense and Sensibility shared with Thelma and Louise a similar literary structure that
emphasized the complexity of female character by demonstrating the ways a relationship of
equality between two very different women could lead the one to take on some of the
characteristics of the other. As this dynamic progressed in both films, it also called attention to
cultural tensions that characterized the "post-feminist" context of the nineties, most particularly,
the tension between the unmet expectations of equality raised by the women's movement of the
seventies and the high level of self-reliance demanded of women by the turn of the century postmodern economy.ill Hence, linking these two films offers a novel way of drawing attention to
the ways Hollywood narratives have engaged in "intertextual dialogues" with each other across
genres that shed much light upon the relationship between "female character development" in
popular narratives and changing definitions of gender identity.ill
*****************************

In a review of Ang Lee's 1995 dramatization of Jane Austen's Sense and Sensibility,
playwright Wendy Wasserstein wrote:

Precisely 200 years ago, Jane Austen was writing great parts for women. She
didn't have to meet with a creative executive with a post-Thelma and Louise
agenda, or a Hollywood agent with a client list of impatient, over-30 females to
get the idea. In Jane Austen's world, women's choices, marriages, yearnings and
economic status were the stuff central story lines were made of.ill
Wasserstein's comments are provocative on a number oflevels. At first it appears that she is
inverting the conventional model of progress associated with women's history by placing Jane
Austen ahead of other "postfeminist" attempts to render female character imaginatively. On the
other hand, she implicitly suggests that two such Hollywood attempts: Thelma and Louise,
released in 1991, starring Geena Davis and Susan Sarandon, and Sense and Sensibility (1995),
starring Emma Thompson and KateWinslet, have something important in common: a clear focus
upon the development of female character, or what Wasserstein prefers to call "female
intelligence:" "It's not that Hollywood isn't aware of female intelligence," she continues.
"Recently we've had an onslaught of supporting-role lawyer babes, psychologist cat-women
babes, and, of course, the nicest wife who ever lived and also happens to be a surgeon babe."HJ.
In contrast to what Susan Faludi discussed as the "backlash" against women in the films of the
eighties, films such as Fatal Attraction, Broadcast News and Crossing Delancy, which stressed
the "inevitable" tensions between women's quest for public recognition and independence and
their ability to create and sustain intimate family ties, films in the nineties simply eliminated the
issue by offering essentially private, sexual beings (sexy "babes") with public, intellectual
dimensions ("threatening high-powered jobs and Armani suits") grafted on as a substitute for
focusing upon the internal lives of the female characters.ill This is Wasserstein's main point:
that identifiable signifiers of women's intelligence are "sketched in" externally while women's
internal thoughts ("yearnings") are largely ignored because they are assumed to be dependent,
subjective and sexual in nature. Female character thus remains wedded to the conventional
dichotomies associated with gender relations: that women are essentially private, sexual beings,
irrational, subjective and dependent, leaving men to assume the opposites of these: public,
rational, objective and independent characters.
Utilizing such dichotomies as public/private, rational/irrational, and, as I will focus on in
particular, feminism/conservatism, to reveal the ways social, political, and cultural institutions
are actively gendered has been the task of U.S. women's historians, literary critics and film
critics for decades; thus, Wasserstein's largely implicit diagnosies of them in films of the nineties
is not particularly novel, though a good deal less widespread in mainstream film criticism than
one would hope.Ifil. What is novel is her implicit assumption that films such as Thelma and
Louise and Sense and Sensibility actually had something in common in their focus upon female

intelligence or female character, in spite of the completely different categories into which each
film was placed. And indeed, a close reading of both films in relationship to each other reveals
an active challenge to the conventional dichotomies of public/private and feminism/conservatism
associated with women's history. Far from representing the "female" end of the male/female
dichotomy, "female character" for Wasserstein is in opposition to such conventional dualisms
because it is marked by the notion that women's intelligent life is internal rather than external,
thus linking women's personal, sexual with their public, intellectual dimensions. Moreover, she
suggests that the films arrive in a contemporary context that has a difficult time depicting
precisely this internal dynamic of female intelligence as real or believable. What all her noted
depictions of "female intelligence" have in common, after all, is that all are at heart "babes," or
private, sexual beings with only external intellectual attributes. By rendering "intelligent life"
internal rather than external, films such as Sense and Sensibility, and by implication, Thelma and
Louise, suggest that female intelligence cannot be understood strictly within the boundaries of
the public world of work, but must be understood in relationship to a woman's personal life and
sexuality as well. Thus, Wasserstein implies that the films' focus upon intelligent female
character actually undermines distinctions between public and private life, distinctions which
continue to associate women's deepest character with their private, essentially dependent
sexuality or "babeness."
In this essay I will compare the two films in order to show exactly how they challenge the
conventional dichotomies of women's history. I will also show why it is that such films are
generally not understood in relationship to each other, but rather in relation to specific genre
categories which perpetuate, at the level of reception, conventional notions of "separate
spheres."@ This will become clearer when comparing the differing receptions the two films
received when each was released.
When Thelma and Louise was released in 1991, it was often compared to the "buddy film"
genre associated most notably with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, thus acquiring the
somewhat oxymoronic label of "female buddy " film, a label that did not particularly capture the
reviewing establishment's imagination.I.fil What did capture its imagination was the assumption
that the film had a "feminist" message, best understood in terms of the following questions: "Are
Thelma and Louise feminist role models?; Are the violent actions exhibited in Thelma and
Louise morally reprehensible?; and, Is the movie's male-bashing unfair to men?"I.21 All of the
questions, structuring as they did the discussion of the film in terms of a radically feminist, i.e.
separatist, agenda, failed as a result to emphasize the differences between the two women, and
that their differences as characters was the motor of the film, not their similar genders. Critics

thus offered viewers a "radical feminist" framework in which to situate both Thelma and Louise,
which could then be fruitfully invoked as an implicit contrast to more conservative, well-behaved
women ..[.l.Ql The "background" critics thus used to understand the film's characters was not the
particular social and cultural context in which these two very different women find themselves;
rather, the "background" became the implicitly conservative, non-male-bashing woman less
violently inclined. Which isn't to suggest that feminist dimensions do not shape the film; it is
rather, (as I'll note later) to ask why certain dimensions of the film are defined as feminist and
others are not. In Thelma and Louise, the feminist dimension, according to most critics, turns out
to be the aggressive behavior of the women themselves and not the point of view of the camera
regarding the significant differences between the two women.llll
If Thelma and Louise was thus situated on the radical left with reference to possible "female"
attitudes, Sense and Sensibility was situated on the right. Defined at the outset either as a
"romantic domestic comedy," or, more frequently, as a dramatization of a "Jane Austen novel,"
meaning roughly the same thing, critics were preoccupied with the potentially reactionary
implications of the Jane Austen film boom in the mid-90s, rather than with the significance of
the character differences between the two female leads. (Though Wasserstein's review is a
notable exception here in at least drawing attention to the issue.) Fixating largely upon the
historical "period" of the film rather than on the female characters, critics pondered the meaning
of the Jane Austen film boom in a post-feminist age, offering such acute analysis as the
suggestion that the Austen films may well indicate a "frustration" of sorts, with "post-modem
liberation. "U21
Thus, in comparing the receptions of the two films briefly, we can see that a binary opposition
has been created in relationship to the approaches critics use to understand films dealing with
female character. Either they are linked to the radical feminist left or the conservative, family
values right, thus obviously obscuring the complexity of the question of female character in the
films, and by extension, the question of the future and problem of gender identity as a cultural
issue. Moreover, the nature of this particular binary opposition functions to limit the relevance of
the films to women alone, as review blurbs such as "sisterhood is powerful" for Sense and

Sensibility, and speculation over whether Thelma and Louise "may" be "lesbian," would
suggest[Ul Moreover, these categories of classification actively function to obscure the
important similarities between the two films, namely, the relationship of different female
characters to the modem patriarchal contexts in which they develop. My essential point is that
when films do focus upon the question of female character, that "character" tends to be framed

within the binary opposition discussed above, which works against the task of actually evaluating
the nature of female character as it is presented in the films.
To begin to understand both films in terms of their specific focus upon the development of
female character, it is necessary to offer some very basic plot summary, since such summaries
suggest a context within which to evaluate the women very different not only from the
opposition between "feminism" and "conservatism," but also from a prevalent popular mythos of
postmodern "women's" liberation: "having it all."I.Hl Neither Thelma, Louise, Elinor or
Marianne, "have it all." But what do they have? If having it all, very concretely refers to the
myth that a modem liberated woman has both a committed personal relationship with a man
(married, if at all possible), a family and a successful career, as well as an unlimited array of
possible lifestyle choices, all of the female characters in the films fall abyssmally short. Thelma
has a lousy marriage, no children, and no career. Louise has a problematic relationship and a
lousy career as a waitress. (She got what she "settled for," as she puts it in the film, suggesting
that she blames herself for not living up to this "mainstream" ideal) Elinor and Marianne are
manless and moneyless. The dilemma of "love and money," as it is articulated by Austen in her
novels, and experienced by Elinor and Marianne, is updated by Emma Thompson in her
screenplay to resonate with the contemporary version of this dilemma as it is understood by
modem audiences, the conflict between home and work, family and career, or the lack of family
(love) and lack of career (money) all of these female characters experience in one form or
another. Thus, all the women are basically on the margins of what their respective societies
consider the "ideal woman.": solidly middle class, and married "well."
Why are these women so marginalized, despite the clear potential, charm, intelligence,
attractiveness and strength of character each manifests? Both films offer clear answers. Their
marginality is directly related to their gender, and must be understood not as personal fault but
rather as a structural relationship to specific social institutions: the law, the economy, and the
family, or rather, men. In both Thelma and Louise and Sense and Sensibility, women's
problematic relationship to the law is foregrounded. The implicit assumption that it is the law
that encourages male violence against women and refuses to recognize its own double standard
involving most crimes of violence against women, or the nature of the genesis of that violence in
"normal" male gender roles, leaves women with little recourse when they are victims of that
violence. The recourse they do find in Thelma and Louise is not in the law, but in female
solidarity against their marginal status in the law. Critics tended to focus upon the violent actions
the women engage in and not upon the development of their mutual agreement that they are both
outcasts; hence, Thelma and Louise attempt to circumvent the law not so much by "running

away," as through female solidarity (i.e. agreement on their similar structural relationship to the
law), a solidarity that develops "on the road" between the two lead characters, but is also
participated in by a third party, the waitress at the country and Western bar, whose remark to
Detective Slocum (Harvey Keitel) that Thelma and Louise "weren't the murdering types" is
meant to be understood literally and sympathetically, rather than ironically and confrontationally,
despite the fact that it is "factually" wrong.
This theme, female solidarity as a means of defense against legal marginality has a pedigree in
American literature going a long way back. Stories such as Susan Keating Glaspell's "A Jury of
Her Peers," written in 1917, likewise dramatize women's agreeing to an alternative
understanding of justice based upon the different relationship of men and women to the law.
After the murder of her farmer husband, the former Minnie Foster is suspected of the deed but
cannot be pinned down with evidence. When the representatives of the law come to search the
scene , the male members of the party go upstairs while their wives remain in the kitchen. What
the wives find is a strangled canary, suggesting Minnie Foster's psychic, emotional and domestic
strangulation by her husband, as well as a motive for the murder. The women agree to hide the
canary from the men because they realize that the violence committed against Minnie is not
recognized by the law, whereas the violence committed against her husband is. The women thus
offer an alternative standard for judging Minnie, and she is presumably released.
Like Thelma and Louise, the women in "A Jury of Her Peers" make a decision to agree that it
is their gender that unites them in their marginality. Moreover, the moment of recognition is
offered to the audience/ reader in a similarly passionate, somewhat sentimental and personal
way: sharing a gaze of "mutual recognition." It is not, therefore, a recognition firmly anchored in
mainstream cultural traditions, but rather situational and essentially personal in nature, perhaps
corresponding to the relative decline of the women's movements in each respective era.I.11l
Significantly, in Glaspell's story, the women cannot count on any understanding (sympathetic or
otherwise) from the menfolk. Asked in the story whether she thinks the men would recognize the
implications of the dead canary, Martha Hale replies, ambiguously, "maybe they would ... maybe
they wouldn't,"(304) meaning essentially that the women have decided to take "the law" into
their own hands. Like the women in "A Jury of Her Peers," Thelma and Louise intuitively grasp
that even the (now) greater personal sympathy for their plight exhibited by the FBI agent Slocum
(Harvey Keitel) does not translate into support at the more significant structural level of the FBI
as a public agency. Hence, they too, like the women in Glaspell's story, choose not to confide in
the men.

Women's legal marginality in Sense and Sensibility is also a central dimension of that film.
When the Dashwoods find themselves ousted from their home due to the death of their father,
Elinor clearly articulates women's marginality from the law to her youngest sister, who fails to
accept the dictum: "Houses go from father to son, dearest, not from father to daughter. It is the
law."llfil While the early nineteenth century historical setting might encourage audiences to
think this particular type of legal marginality is an arbitrary thing of the past, what is critical to
note is the way it is articulated as a structural relationship based upon gender, a structural
relationship that (theoretically) determines how the women will behave toward potential
marriage partners and what sorts of partners they choose, for it is that particular economic and
legal arrangement that will allow them a less marginal status in society. The private, personal
pain they experience as a result of the death of their father is thus clearly linked to their "public"
exclusion from entail, and this connection is reinforced by way of a number of aesthetic
strategies throughout the film, notably, Lee's emphasis upon the declining social status of the
women and the increasing sparceness and modesty of the spaces they inhabit. To a great extent,
then, both films situate their main characters on the margins of the central social and cultural
institution of the law, and use various filmic strategies to highlight this marginality. Implied, of
course, are the structural, rather than personal, origins of their particular conflicts.
Both films also highlight the connections between the economic circumstances of the female
characters and the presumably "personal" and highly problematic relationships they have with
men. While in Thelma and Louise, Thelma's status as a housewife makes her economically
dependent on her husband, a dependence foregrounded in the film by her need to ask her
husband for permission, as well as to insist that her relationship to him should not be based upon
dependency ("you're my husband, not my father"), in Sense and Sensibility, it is clear that the
women's poverty has a clear impact upon the nature of the personal relationships they choose to
enter into. When Fanny, Edward's sister, arrogantly suggests to Elinor's mother that Edward is
"entirely the kind of compassionate person upon whom penniless women can prey," she has
articulated the connection between public and private very succinctly, for Elinor's poverty and
gender render her personal motives suspect by definition.U1J. Marianne's aborted "engagement"
to Willoughby is also a result of economic considerations on his part: his public standing in
society will be insupportable without the foundation of a "good," i.e. lucrative marriage.
Seduction and abandonment, with the man either leaving a woman with the burden of a child
without support, as was the case involving Willoughby and Colonel Brandon's "ward," Eliza, or
sexual manipulation linked to theft, as with Thelma and J. D., further draw attention to the
interconnections between personal and financial realities. Thus, economic marginality and
volatile, noncommital and damaging relationships with men are shown to be related to one

another. Hence, it is not just a question of "male-bashing," as most critics saw it. If we venture to
see the connection between the economic marginality of the women (and men) and the decidedly
problematic nature of their personal relationships, the social rather than individual dimensions of
the gender themes in the films become much clearer.
Given this structural marginality within which the women find themselves, how do they cope
with their marginality? This is the essence of the question of female character. But before I
launch into that discussion, let me say a few words about the concept of female character and
how it is understood in contemporary cultural studies. As a tool of literary analysis, the concept
of character was usually situated in terms of the conflicts individual characters in the tradition of
realist and modernist literature experienced in relationship to 'themselves, their society and each
other.' Critics in the fifties and sixties formulated the notions as follows: man vs man, man vs.
society and man vs. himself.[lfil The obvious gendering of character here has given way to more
neutral terminology, such as "person vs. person," "person vs. environment," and "person vs.
self' as a result of the women's movement and its impact on the academy;I.l2l nonetheless,
recent scholarship has reintroduced gender in relationship to character, emphasizing not the
presumed neutrality of gender (man vs. himself), but rather its clear influence upon character as
such; hence, there are male characters and female characters, each influenced by the social
contexts that either limit or enable their development within or against the norms of gender
identity in any given context.[20]
Indeed, "female character" or women's social, personal and cultural development as an idea in
literature, was always construed to have political as well as personal implications, although the
genrefication of literature has tended to stress female character in so-called private contexts
alone.Ull For example, Jane Austen's works are still very much defined as "novels," dealing
more or less exclusively with women's personal quest for happiness, marriage, romance, etc. Yet
as Claudia Johnson and other scholars of Austen have demonstrated, Austen was clearly
interested in the implications of different types of female characters for the future development
of society at large, and, to an extent that scholars disagree on, with the relationship of the status
of women to the public realm. [22] Emma Thompson's screen adaptation of Sense and Sensibility
recognizes this dimension clearly and makes effective, though not unproblematic, use of it..[2B
Yet it is important, of course, to note that since the women's movement the question of female
character has become an issue "for its own sake," so to speak. Female character no longer is
interesting exclusively for how it is related to the general order of society. Rather, female
character is interesting because contemporary women must carve an individual niche out for

themselves, create "an own" identity, an own story in the context of the narrative of
individualism and democracy that has been the legacy of the modem world since the French
Revolution, and that has, until quite recently, been exclusively gendered male. Yet on an even
more significant level, the question of female character today draws attention to the question of
male character as a gendered phenomenon, meaning that questions of female character are, by
definition, also questions about male character and hence about the possible future of gender
identity(s). It isn't just about women anymore, even though critics continue to make every effort
to limit the relevance of films such as Thelma and Louise and Sense and Sensibility to women
alone. Indeed, it is important to note that both films were scripted by women and directed by
men, suggesting a collaborative model on the level of film-making, at any rate.
Thus, ifwe take Wendy Wasserstein's very inclusive notion: "women's choices, marriages,
yearnings and economic status" as a broad definition of female character, conceptualized in
terms of the legacy of the term discussed above, that is, how women deal with their marginality
in relationship to the social, political and cultural institutions of modem life, especially those of
the law and of economics, is there anything new we can learn by comparing the two films?
One particularly significant coping mechanism all of the women have at their disposal is
friendship, that is, a relationship of basic equality with one another. They may have other
relationships that unite them, such as biological sisterhood in Sense and Sensibility, but the bases
of their relationships are those of friendship, and the nature of their friendship is based upon the
characteristics each brings to the relationship. This element of equality, however, is less a
utopian model for all relationships than it is a context against which the differences between the
women become meaningful. For what is most significant and noteworthy is that the bases of the
women's relationships are not their similar characteristics, that is, their gender and structural
relationship to society, but decidedly different ones, situated along precisely the poles
represented by the Austen novel: sense and sensiblity. All the female characters are situated
along the poles of rationality, or sense, on the one hand, and passion, or sensibility, on the other.
Louise and Elinor share a fundamentally rational, skeptical approach to the world around them,
and do not reveal their emotions particularly readily. In a key mise-en-scene at the beginning of
Thelma and Louise, Louise is characterized as neat, meticulous and controlled, shown getting
ready shortly before the big trip in an unusually clean, well-organized kitchen and packing her
clothes for the weekend like a military man. Like Louise, Elinor is orderly and meticulous, which
is manifested most notably in the way she deals with new acquaintances and negotiates the
power games of their social lives. She is ever diplomatic and attuned to the needs of others, calm
and disciplined. Her counterpart, Marianne, minces no words and is prepared to sacrifice a

pleasant social atmosphere to express a thought, feeling or conviction, even if it is not
particularly sound. Like Marianne, Thelma is passionate and too "open" to strangers,
disorganized and impulsive, marvelously shown in both her packing scene and the bar scene,
when the two women first encounter the potential rapist. As the women in Thelma and Louise
move in a much less confined, though a good deal more atomized, society, their manifestations
ofrationality and passion take on different forms, but the internal dynamic is clearly similar.
What is the significance of this opposition between rationality and passion today? While the
reception of the two films suggests they can only be classified in terms of the tension between
conservatism and feminism, the dynamics between the characters undermine this opposition by
demonstrating the complexity of female character. For example, in Sense and Sensibility, the
tensions between the three lead characters draw attention to a highly relevant contemporary
opposition suggested by Deborah Tannen in her work on gender and linguistics: that between
independence and affiliation. [24] Yet while Tannen defines this opposition along gendered lines,
in Sense and Sensibility, it is best understood in relationship to the three lead characters, Elinor,
Marianne, and Margaret. Notably, Elinor functions as a model for both Margaret, the
independent younger sister, and Marianne, the more passionate, affiliative nature, in that her
actions-- keeping her knowledge of Lucy Steele's engagement a secret for reasons of honor and
exhibiting strong emotions, particularly in relationship to her sister-- demonstrate that she
possesses both dimensions. Instead of falling neatly into either the "conservative" or "feminist"
category, Elinor's contemporary appeal is precisely her manifestation of both tendencies toward
independence and affiliation, tendencies that are defined as oppositional within even the most
progressive debates ..Q.2
Yet within this model, it is nonetheless the more rational woman who occupies a more
privileged vantage point, because she is more self-reliant in relationship to her society, more
likely to survive the dangers of her marginal status. In this schema, rationality, in general, is a
strategy women must develop to survive as marginal entities, for their marginal status renders
their passions profoundly dangerous. This is demonstrated first in their greater awareness of the
connection between sexuality and power. Louise and Elinor question the seemingly benign
romantic and sexual attentions of men, and attempt to point out the dangers to their more
passionate counterparts. In Thelma and Louise, Louise attempts to enlighten Thelma about the
motives of the would-be rapist while they are still "having fun" in the bar, and insists, after
telling Harlan to leave by blowing cigarette smoke in his face, that Thelma should not be too
open in what she communicates:
Thelma: Geez, Louise, that wasn't very nice.

Louise: Can't you tell when somebody's hittin on you?
Thelma: Oh, so what ifhe was--it's all those years ofwaitin' tables that's made you
jaded, that's all.
Louise: Maybe
Thelma: Well, just relax, will ya, you're makin' me nervous! [26]
Elinor likewise cautions Marianne about Willoughby:
Elinor: ... Mr. Willoughby can be in no doubt of your enthusiasm for him.
Marianne: Why should he doubt it? Why should I hide my regard?
Elinor: No particular reason, Marianne, only that we know so little ofhimUnlike their more passionate counterparts, the rational women also have a greater awareness of
the importance of financial independence. Elinor is preoccupied with economy, whereas her
mother and her sister tend to overlook such matters, and Louise, the "breadwinner" in the
friendship, again and again emphasizes the importance of money as a basis of the two women's
flight to "freedom."
This greater emphasis upon self-reliance on the part of the more rational women must be
understood less as an absolute opposition to the greater passions of the other; that is, one woman
is always passionate whereas the other is always rational. Rather, it makes more sense in the
context of the fundamentally unequal relationship the women have in relationship to the larger
society. Thus we have what might be called a tension, rather than a binary opposition, between
self-reliance on the one hand, and equality on the other, for the equality of their particular
friendship exists in the context of their inequality as women in relationship to men and the larger
society. The core tension the apparent opposition between rationality and passion thus connotes
for contemporary audiences is that between women's increasing self-reliance in society and their
continued inequality in relationship to major social and cultural institutions such as the law, the
economy and the family. I would like to put forth that it is this forceful cultural dynamic that
drives the films forward, more than the car and the violent behavior in Thelma and Louise[27]
and more than the costumes in Sense and Sensibility. Q.fil Ultimately, Thelma and Louise (still)
have much more in common with Elinor and Marianne than they do with Butch Cassidy and the
Sundance Kid.
Two further dimensions of female rationality in relationship to female characterization in the
two films should be noted because they contribute to the task of challenging the dichotomous
views the opposition between radical feminism and conservative true woman imply. The first
and most obvious point is that rationality as such is not gendered male in the films, for not only
are most of the male characters decidedly non-rational; neither woman is offered to the audience

as a "sexy babe" with the external intellectual dimensions such as business suits and high
powered jobs suggested by Wasserstein. Their intelligence is "internal" and hence not gendered.
While a number of critics have argued that Louise and Thelma mimic or invert the male buddy
role, and shed their accoutrements of feminity such as clothes and make-up in the course of the
film, the changes of appearance and behavior seem to me to draw attention to their actions as
efforts to establish a self-reliant identity as women rather than a metamorphosis into maleness.
Moreover, their rationality does not render them asexual. Both Louise and Elinor have their share
of sexual passions, obviously more openly displayed in the former, but nonetheless legitimated
in the context of the story. Finally, and this is by extension, passion as such is not equated with
female sexuality. Marianne's and Thelma's more open displays of feeling do not make them
more sexual in relationship to their counterparts. The issue for Thelma, in particular, is learning
to deal with her sexuality in a more rational, less impulsive manner, so she can avoid exploitation
in the future. Likewise, Marianne, though her society's conventions necessarily link female
sexuality with marriage.
But more than survival-in-marginality is at stake for the women in the films, especially for the
rational women. In both Sense and Sensibility and Thelma and Louise, the more rational women
have a secret, a secret they can share neither with their more passionate counterpart, nor with
men. Louise, for example, cannot and does not tell Thelma about the rape in Texas; neither does
she tell her boyfriend Jimmy about the murder. In Sense and Sensibility, Elinor's greatest
challenge is not revealing her knowledge of Edward's engagement to Marianne, and not
revealing her true feelings to Edward. Controlling their impulse to convey this information even
under the most high pressure circumstances is a highly significant and meaningful similarity
between the two films. What is the significance of this secret for female character?
One function of the secret is a clear effort at a type of heroic behavior, that is, a type of
behavior that has public relevance beyond the personal, subjective conflicts of the individual. As
Emma Thompson thoughtfully pointed out in an interview, in literature as in life, women rarely
have a chance to demonstrate their agency by way of actions, as men do in situations of war and
conflict, for example. Rather, they must demonstrate their agency, their independence, by way of
character. Elinor's secret is such an example of female heroism, according to Thompson, keeping
a promise to a rival for reasons of honor, even if it interferes with her potential happiness. [29]
Certainly Louise keeps her secret from Jimmy out of similarly honorable motives, a desire not to
make him an accessory to the crime, which also makes it impossible for her to marry Jimmy,
hence he is "not an option." Thus, her private happiness is likewise jeopardized by her honor,
further buttressing its status as heroic gesture._Q_Q]_ The notion of honor is significant because it

signifies, it seems to me, an effort on the part of the women to establish a relationship to the
public sphere, that is, to the institutions from which the women are, in essence, marginalized: the
law in particular. They give a more significant meaning to the nature of their experiences and
transform them from strictly personal dilemmas into actions of much greater public significance;
thus the secrets of both rational women suggest efforts to forge an independent niche for
themselves, a space for independence and self-reliance apart from their marginalization.
Both women guard their secret with great vigilance, keeping it not only from the men, but also
from their closest female counterpart. The meaning of this aspect of the women's silence
functions on a number of significant levels. Firstly, both Elinor's and Louise's secret jeopardizes
their implicit claims to greater rationality vis a vis their counterparts. For Elinor to reveal Lucy's
engagement to Edward to Marianne; for Louise to reveal the rape in Texas to Thelma, would
draw attention to the limits of female self-reliance, or female independence and rationality in the
context of institutional marginality, suggesting the ultimate bankruptcy of the strategy of female
rationality in the face of gender marginalization. For, of course, each woman's "secret" would be
interpreted less as evidence for her structural marginalization than evidence that personal,
subjective motives are the primary source of her actions.I.ll.l The only way for the women to
forego this particular ambiguity is either to keep it out of circulation completely or else to bond
in "personal" female solidarity against the mainstream society.
On one level both films' conclusions also highlight the problematic nature of female
rationality or heroism. While Thelma and Louise's suicide draws attention to the limits of female
self-reliance while simultaneously manifesting it, the marriages of Elinor and Marianne,
particularly that of Elinor, has a good deal less to do with the women's honorable behavior and a
good deal more to do with simply luck. Elinor's breakdown scene after Edward fmally turns up
to tell her he is free to marry her elicited ambivalent responses from audiences, who weren't sure
whether Edward's return was a reward for Elinor's virtue or else a happy coincidence, since
Lucy's decision to marry Edward's brother instead of Edward was unrelated to Elinor's heroic
"secret." Thompson's emotional response, noted by several critics as "a moment of superbly
honest filmmaking," was labeled as such precisely because it drew attention to Elinor's
vulnerability and ultimate dependence on circumstance despite her heroism.Ll2} For without
structural equality in their relationships to men and institutions, women's self-reliance, whether
economic, political, emotional or otherwise, is on shaky ground.
Closer attention to the similarities between the conclusions of both films will shed light upon
the tension-ridden relationship between female self-reliance (or female rationality, in more

conventional terminology) and the marginality that continues to characterize their relationship to
institutions such as the law and the economy, thus rendering them fundamentally unequal,
despite their heroism, rationality and self-reliance. For if the conclusion of Thelma and Louise
might be interpreted as a suicide at the level of narrative realism, at the symbolic and aesthetic
level, it is clearly a marriage between the two women, not unlike the marriages that conclude
Sense and Sensibility ..Q1l The vow to drive off the cliff together, sealed by a kiss and a clasp of

hands, marks the women's entry into the idyll oflifetime partnership as the only really viable
realm for genuine equality. Thus, rather than addressing the tension between female self-reliance
and equality at the social level, which both films clearly raise in their focus upon the gender
marginality of the two women, both films rely upon the dimension of marital closure to ensure
an aesthetic resolution of sorts, as well as a retreat back into the private realm. [34] This is their
core similarity as narratives of female character development and to a large degree, signal the
limits of that genre as a means of articulating structural inequalities.
However, the strength of this genre is its capacity to dramatize the complexity of the problem
of female character outside the binary opposition used to understand so many questions of
"femaleness" in contempory cultural debates: the opposition between radical feminism on the
one hand, and conservative, domestic family values on the other.Ll2J_ Moreover, each film's
focus upon the complexity of female character draws attention to the limits of female selfreliance in a context of institutional marginality. For even as women offer gestures of heroism,
that is self-reliance, those gestures will be of limited value unless recognized as public
statements by the social and cultural institutions that continue to marginalize women.
In conclusion, then, this essay has sought to challenge conventional dichotomies still used to
understand the relationship between gender and culture, most notably, the opposition between
feminism and conservatism, by closely analyzing and comparing two films, Sense and
Sensibility and Thelma and Louise. The comparison, on the specific level of female character, is

already an example of challenging preset genre categories that foreclose such comparisons by
definition. But more significantly, the comparison has undermined the binary opposition between
feminism and conservatism and relocated the essential problem elsewhere: the fundamental
conflict between self-reliance and equality women are experiencing in our current "postfeminist"
age.Ll.fil It is important to emphasize that the task of challenging dichotomies is not necessarily
to offer solutions or clear cut avenues to liberation, though this would certainly be welcome. It is,
rather, to rediagnose cultural problems to shed light on dimensions of struggle and contradiction
such oppositions obscure.
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